INTRODUCTION FORC 


W hen I run, I have developed self-identifiable mental mile markers: the duck house — 
mile 1, Buddy the white Poodle and Tammy on their front porch - mile 2 ... each mile 

a point I know, a mile I expect to be in place, a tangible sure. The picnic table by the leaning Elm ... 
but, last week the Elm fell after our yearly winter blast. One of my expected markers of place, 

a permanent marker, was simply gone. 

Michael Gregorash passed away Jan. 21, 2024. Michael, the primary Student Government 
Association advisor and director of the Student Activity Fee Advisory Committee (SAFAC), 
was the Elm I ran to for Forces each year, to be renewed, approved for financing “as worthy” 
of student funds. 

SAFAC is a very necessary and worthy vetting for all special activities through the college. 

Michael's support was unwavering. He continuously, diligently built panels with students 
and other college representatives to make sure each year that all SAFAC funded projects were 
solid, real experiences in multifarious arenas, meeting the rubric for forward-moving student 
development and enrichment. 

Last year I missed the final meeting of my SAFAC funding request. Ironically, I was 
delivering my own father’s eulogy. When I returned, he simply said, “When you are ready, 
we can meet. Life happens.” 

This year, Forces, approved and funded by SAFAC - via Michael - is to be unveiled the 
same week as the total solar eclipse across North Texas. Michael’s profound gesture of grace 
to recognize my father’s passing is a sort of acknowledgement of a blacked-out sun, a moment 
to mourn. However, it is also a “constant” of the college to shine again after the dark — not 
slighting the contributors, the recorders of our Collin history, by connecting the past with 
the present and those to come in the chain-linked future. 

“Every man’s death diminishes me,” English poet Jonne Donne once said. Thus, I dedicate 
this issue to Michael for being human in a very human moment. He was one piece of a lengthy 
process. Without his contribution, that piece, the dream of the collective us in the journal and 
our observations would be lost like grand thoughts in the night, the kind of thoughts we are 
confident we'll “remember in the morning.” Those are the grand thoughts we lose because we 
simply don't record them. Thanks to Michael, this year, and those before, have been recorded by 
a choir of voices and stamped in time as a tangible artifact reminding us “The Sun also Rises.” 

As always, thank you to Dr. Neil Matkin and the Collin College Board of Trustees, Digital 
Commons Manager Mindy Tomlin-Paulson, Dean Dr. Meredith Wang, Dr. Kelly Andrews, 

Dr. Regina Hughes, the forever wonderful Communications team of Tricia Murray, Marlene Miller, 
Donna Kinder, and Kirk Dickey, and the ultimate Forces team of Claudette Lowery, Rachel Walker, 
Annie Bousquet, and Glenn Trueman. 


Forces Editor - R. Scott Yarbrough 
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I wish I could color the world& 


with a box of crayons. 


Bubble Gum Wall 


Karen Stepherson 


A Box of Crayons 
River Cienfuegos 


I don't get birthday gifts or Christmas presents, 

But I find solace when the sky blushes in pinks, purples, and yellows. 

On candles. On dandelions. On eyelashes. 

I wish I could color the world as freely as a toddler with a box of crayons. 
One after the other, juvenile indulgence, confidently grabbing for the next. 
Shrapnel crayon buds breadcrumb the floor. 

Covering the walls in impressionist scribbles, 


A return to our cavemen roots. 
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The Looking Glass 
Michele Cruz 


Unencumbered, only until you are caught red crayon in hand. 

Immediately disciplined. 

How the empty ivory walls aren't a canvas that would look better with an elephant. 

Instead, the sterile environment stands pompously taunting my pack of 16, now caged in a box. 
With time, they become an artifact of happier memories that haven't yet grayed. 

If you're lucky, only the stars in your eyes will dwarf. 

I wonder if cave children got yelled at for printing their hands on the walls, 

Their mark on the world. 

Tonight's sky is painted in pinks, purples, and yellows, 


So, Ismile that someone got away with coloring the ceiling. 


Happy or Sad 
Gilbert Hu 


A Seat 


Eilish McDonald 


Sit towards the front, not in the front 

At least one apart, and as middle as possible. 

Why did you move one seat over? It was fine before. 

I need to see the board, the screen, and the podium. 

I like the window, but I sit near the door. 

I don't like this spot but it's too late, someone sat next to me. 
There aren't assigned seats; this isn't high school 

But that’s my seat. I thought we all understood this. 

I don't need the chair for my bag, but I need the desk space for me. 


Notebook on a cant. No, actually, it’s just sideways. 


Sunny Boy 
Nicole Bellin 


Every section is color coded, but this one has too much blue. 
A pencil pouch of pens, personally picked per paragraph. 


This room has four desks per row, two seats per desk, which means there's no middle. 


Slightly off the middle, towards the screen, but I’m right underneath a light 
In a classroom that has the lights as front and back, not every other. 

It's a short day under blinding lights; I have six songs stuck in my head. 
Should I grab lunch after this? Probably should just go home. 

I wonder if I'll have time tomorrow to pick up something from the store. 
Am I asleep yet or just dissociating? 

Half statue, half robot, my brain feels fuzzy. 

What topic are we on now? 


Because it all started with a seat. 
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A King's Resolution 
Rachel Delight Walker 


Be resolute to recharge 

Only after foraging through to refuse the ratification of anything less than total justice 
Rescinding any reconstructs of anything less than 

All men are created equal 


Respecting the responsibility of the requests of: 
Acknowledgment. 
Apology. 
Amendment. 
and Atonement. 
Walk these un-Common miles, then you can rest a while 


Д 


For He says, “ТТІ refresh tired bodies; I'll restore tired souls. 


Be resolute to reset 
Only after demanding 
All. 
Here. 
Now. 
АП — for all of the rights 
Here - for Right here 
Now - asin right now. 


Reigniting the revelation of this revolution 
Because none of us will ever be what we ought to be 
Until all of us have the right 
To 
Just 
Be 
Free 


For let us not be weary in well doing - for in due season we shall reap if we not faint. 
Yes - Keep walking these uncertain miles 
— then and only then should you rest a while. 


Be resolute in the renewal 

Of your commitment to fight 

For the respect and the rights of allhumankind 

Remember - the reality is that resistance to what is right only empowers the revolution 


One should resourcefully recognize that reparations and restitutions are only pathways to reconciliation 


For they that wait on the Lord shall renew their strength 


Recharge - Reset - Renew 
Walk a mile in these shoes, then rest a while 
In a King’s resolute. 
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911- Never Forget 


Karen Stepherson 


Flying High 


Karen Stepherson 


11 


Time 


Lucas Hampton 


Sober Nights 
Chris McKnight 


America's Way 


Matthew Williams 


This is our structure. 
Built to the eyes of man. 


The patriarchs’ lifeline ruptures. 


Shameful bubbles are creating this juncture. 


Dreams fade into hateful spans. 

This is our structure. 

Manifestos apparatus blocking culture. 
Incorrigible disarray of governing bans. 


The patriarchs’ lifeline ruptures. 
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After Hours 
Michele Cruz 


Justices’ exasperated hearts punctured. 
Freedoms grasped by geriatric plans. 

This is our structure. 

Big Brother's vision shattered infrastructure. 
Compromises of growth are lost firsthand. 
The patriarchs’ lifeline ruptures. 

By dividing groups to extinction; 

By providing a genocidal depletion; 

This is our structure. 


The patriarchs’ lifeline needs a restructure. 
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Promised Land 


Brian Cummings 


They arrive on grey ribbons of 
looping, circling, twisting 
highways, runways 

blending, merging, bringing 
pilgrims, supplicants 


gripping diplomas, green cards, visas. 
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Résumés and recommendations rise 
through the hot dry air. 

They circle the Kaaba, 

begging for entry 

to chrome and glass chapels 

raised to Plutus. 

Once a desert, now an endless carpet of 
McMansions for the chosen people, 
dotted with megachurches, 

ornate mosques, synagogues and temples 
welcoming all (like us) in friendship. 
Winners blame their wins on their god. 
Losers find in prayer and worship 

the hope denied them in commerce. 

All find a place on the ladder, 


even the ones on the lower rungs 


who blame their fate on those even lower. 


H Town Life 


Lisa K. Dorman 


Don't Push Me 
A.J. Sanchez 
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Cloud 


Mikaela T. Sims 


I have always been here 

Itinerant by nature 

They say let us go wherever the wind takes us, 

Though that is my law 

My consciousness disappears 

A cool rush I open my eyes 

Feeling different yet the same 

Parts of me float until they grow too heavy 

As I hear the voice of my carrier 

My kin flock together or go our separate ways 

We look soft but when cramped our law is pernicious 

To look below is to see the shadow of my beauty 

To look above is to greet our visiting gods 

The stars, moon and sun as they bless us with our color and emotion 
I cannot leave this container 

But maybe 

Someday, I will leave to become more than earth’s nebula 


For now, I shall let you bask I my glory as I paint the sky. 


Golden Hour 
D. J. Hurley 
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Atlas 


Ella Miller 


The weight of the world lies on your shoulders 
It is not as bad as it seems. 

The air is heavy 

Tasting of salt 

My eyes are blurry 

As I look to you 

Quiet whimpers echo 

I can taste the despair 

Your shoulders CRACK! under the burden 
For you are Atlas at the western edge 
But you are not a god 

Nor a titan 

it is worse than it seems 

I was wrong 

Don't worry 

We can get through this 

Because heroes don't die 

They can't 

It will take too long 

To be saved 

The weight will be too much 

I will no longer see 

Will you still feel pain? 

The sky will fall 

Crushing us. 

We could be heroes 

Maybe some other day 


Today we are 


Just another tragedy 


Don't Panic 


Crushed under 
Е Emory Eagles 
The weight of the world. 


It is not as bad as it seems. 


On the Front Line 


The weight of the world lies on your shoulders 


Emory Eagles 
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It's Jack of Men 


Peyton Penrose 


It's jack that jumped the candle 
the same boy who sold the cow 
and jack who tricked the devil 
and fell down a lovely hill 

and lost his head to madness 
while heralding the new freeze 
and jack who loved the candles 


so earnestly he became free. 


Passion Fruit 
Emory Eagles 


It's jack that burned the candles 

the same boy who murdered a man 
and jack banned from heaven 

and hell spit him out again 

and jack who rode asunder 

nary a breath as they somberly froze 
and jack who loved the candles 


so earnestly he is reborn once more. 


Perceptions, Reality, 
Illusions, the Optics 


Dr. Cathy Donald-Whitney 


I recognize and see what I see. 

I know what I know. A large contingency 
demands that I become acquiescent 

and denounce the reality of my everyday 
existence. The optics are not 

good. Is it the lighting? How is it 

that what is so blatantly visible 


is somehow invisible? It must be 
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Jinx Fatasma Azul 


Kaylee Chavers 


“the optics.” How else can we 

justify the hypocrisy and condone 
the injustices? I want to believe. 

I want to understand. I want to 

see what I cannot see. Can someone 
at least admit the optics are not 
good? We must enhance the lighting 
and try to understand how we 
arrived at this obscure, 


foggy place we call reality. 
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10-5 


Avery Taylor 


Often, I find myself looking down at my arm, the one missing 
the essential five digits that everyone else has, everyone else 
but me it sometimes seems. Occasionally my brain is racked with 
an overstock of “What if” questions. What if it was different? What 
if I was different? What if I was born right? Would I be considered a 
more approachable person because of that? I’ve spent countless hours 
considering every “what if” you can come up with, and I’ve mapped out 
the entire story and outcome of each change. 

Гуе constantly been told to “Cherish what you were blessed with!” 
but those words aren't mine. These people aren't living my life, they 
aren't experiencing what I have, and they haven't overcome 17 years of 
challenges. Challenges that have consisted of judgment, insecurity, and 
frustration. Conversely, they haven't experienced the elation of putting 
their hair into a perfect ponytail after years of effort, finally finding a 
way to do the monkey bars, or even getting cast in a leading role despite 


my limb difference. 


Гуе constantly been told to “Cherish what you 
were blessed with!” but those words aren't mine. These people 
aren't living my life, they aren't experiencing what I have, 

and they haven't overcome 17 years of challenges. 


Despite the achievements, the jagged and consuming thoughts 
continue to flow through my head now and then. At night I have time 
reserved for overthinking small interactions. When shaking someone’s 
hand or meeting them for the first time, most people shake with their 
right hand and are met with a firm grip. When I go to shake a hand I 
often chicken out of using my right hand and simply contort my left 
hand to take theirs. 

When talking to other people about my hand I put on a face, “I’ve 
never really had a problem with how my hand affects my image.” Little 


kids look up to me and find comfort in knowing they’re not the only 
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Life and Death 
Matthew D. Ring 
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ones with а limb difference. It brings a happy апа 
warm feeling knowing you can be that for someone, 
but suddenly there's pressure on you. You can't say 
things that will cause these kids to fear their future, 
but you want to be honest with them. It’s hard not 
to say, “People will ask you questions you'll have 
to answer a trillion times. You'll get sick of it but 
you can't refuse to answer, that will come off as 
disrespectful.” Instead you answer respectfully, and 
you repeat the same three sentences for the rest of 
your life. You'll hear the same few sentences for the 
rest of your life. “I feel so bad for you.” People with 
differences just shrug it off. 

Something I've learned to tell people is, “You 
don't miss what you've never had” I will stand by 
that statement forever. Many people will disagree 


N with that, but missing and longing are two different 


N 


things. You miss things that you've experienced 
before, and most of the time you long for things you 
haven't. The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines 
“Longing” as follows: “a strong desire, especially for 
something unattainable.” When we see someone in 
need or someone with a disability, our first thought 
is “I feel bad for them.” It’s just human nature. We 
don't tend to think about the fact they are used to it, 
that they've lived their entire life in that state and 
adapted to every challenge they've faced. 

There’s nothing you can do to change who you 
are. You learn and grow with yourself and that's 
something I’ve come to accept. I am different, and 
a way for others to learn, because that is how the 
world changes and grows. Even still there are 
countless nights of longing and dreaming of what 


a “normal” life would be like. To me, this is normal. 


It's my normal. 
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Peaceful Paws 
Michele Cruz 
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Pumpkin 
Playground 


Lauren King 
Jeopardy and Peanuts 


Matthew Ring 


People remember big things like buildings and mountains 

But often forget the small 

We forget pennies, receipts, the last time you talked to someone 

But when they become small 

You carry them with you so they're easy to remember 

You may not realize it but they're always in your pocket waiting to pop out 
They'll remind you when you see the show they would always watch 
When you pass by the snack they always eat 

When you hear something they always say 


It’s never too loud, just enough to remind you that they are there 


Holiday People say if you can't see it, it doesn't exist 
Twilight And we may forget the small 
Ann Tilger But we remember jeopardy and peanuts. 
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Hospital 


Michael B. Duff 


Fog surrounds an ominous sepulcher, 
as the sun sinks into everlasting obscurity. 


I know I shall have a dreadful day. 


Many enter its doors without warning like helpless ants. 


Before long there is a time of mourning. 

I must go for reasons too well known. 

It will not help or cure my sorrow! 

To wait until tomorrow. 

So tall is the building that stands before me, 

A dungeon that never sleeps. 

Souls rise up from its myriad eyes. 

A noun so high with stature and power over me. 
Forced helplessly into its jaws of seclusion, 
Iam engulfed and trapped within a second. 


My heart pounding faster than any speed, 


as that familiar scent of disinfectant fills my lungs. 


This is the place of my birth. 
Oh please don't let them take me from this earth! 


u 

A nurse takes me down a hall. 

To a room cold and lonely. 

Am I free no more? 

A prisoner of war. 

She hands me a drug that tastes bitter but sweet, 
I drink it and soon feel weak. 

Will it numb my wits with its falsehood, 


making me feel good? 
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Control now lies in foreign hands? 


Is my soul no longer mine? 

Will I soon travel through an uncharted realm, 
like a helpless feather floats on the wind? 
What if I shall not return? 

Locked shall I be in a white tomb? 
“OUCH!” Has the needle bit my skin? 
spiting out its white venom? 

For whom shall I ask now? 

Is the venom almost here? 

Will it numb my senses? 

Will the mirror above me extract my soul? 
Where shall I be locked? 


Fadeout 


Life's Reflections 


Lisa K. Dorman 


Sticks and Stones 


Beth Turner Ayers 


I can still hear the taunting of children on the playground, 
not directed at me, but I was aware ої it. Wouldn't 
usually join in though. It hurts me to hurt others, 

even with words, because I know that words have 
power beyond the page, beyond the lips that part to 
release them, power to stay and haunt and 

position doubt in a permanent place. 

I prefer to please people, all people, all the time, or 

at the very least, not to offend, not to hurt, not to harm. 
So, the conundrum that comes with contact and 
conversation bewilders me and makes me pause. 
People have become so sensitive, so easily offended, 
so focused on differences, ready to pounce. 

I hesitate to interact with strangers. 

I want to see our similarities, our shared experience — 
a recent movie? a symphony? а meal with the family - 
no disagreement about what food belongs on the table. 
Have you ever seen the sun rise? Set? Have your eyes 
taken in the expanse of the sea? Have you witnessed 
the birth of a child? How will I know 


if I don’t open my mouth to speak? 


When did words become worse than sticks and stones? 


It hurts me to hurt others, even with words, because I know 
that words have power beyond the page, 

beyond the lips that part to release them, power to stay and haunt 
and position doubt in a permanent place. 


Sulk 


Nicole Bellin 
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Mysterious Lady 
Rachelle Raboy 


Modern Siren Song 


Ty L. Sherard 


The Call. 


It beckons you. 


A powerful lure, heard by all. 


Just in your pocket. 

Few Resist. 

Now it's got you. 

A sound, feeling, or flash. 


And you're hooked. 


A simple gaze turns to an addiction. 
Turning anything of interest against you. 
It may not hold for long. 

But there is always another. 

“One more” is all it takes. 

Now you're caught. 


Locked in. 
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Piggy Bank 
Abby Roberts 


If I had a nickel 
for every time someone called me a robot, 
I'd be one of those electronic piggy banks. 


My sole purpose to account for your change; 


Collect your petty cash and make cents of it all. 


I'm tired of a copper-coated mouth, 
and a silver tongue. 
I can think of many things Га rather do, 


than consume one more thing out of pocket. 


Lisa Jo 


Kimberly A. Catino 


I would instead give you a piece of my mind. 
I don't need your two cents 

when you tell me 

my monotone voice 

and careful phrasing 

make me seem robotic. 

You are free to assume what you like, 

but I know my ledger better than you. 

And despite your perception 

Iam wealthy with emotions 


that are richly felt. 
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Skirts 


Susan Mardele 


I forget about you most of the time, 

except when you are absent. 

It is then I demand your presence — 

need you beyond all else. 

You fill me, tingling through my entire body 
from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. 
The satisfying filling in my chest, 

keeping my steady heartbeat, the tempo of life. 
Your soft caress a lover's silken hand, 
you have permission for every touch. 
You fly me to the skies, 

an invisible lift beneath me. 

I glide on your benevolence 

toward dreamed-of destinations. 

You have moods, gifts, 

tremendous presence and generosity. 
Yet, when angry, you wield 


unheard of devastation. 
You do have your lighter moments, though. 
Who else would have the cheek 


to blow up Marilyn Monroe’s skirts. 


Pretty in Pink 
Patricia Coble 
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Lost in the Passion of Youth 


Lori Hawk Fyfe 


Moonlight shining on an Indian Summer field. 

Kids gathering around old time coolers 

And popping illegal beer. Someone lit a joint. 

Music blared from a boombox. 

But it was the passion that filled the air 

Like black velvet heavy but soft and touchable. 

The passion of the emotions. 

Laughter, tears, a copped buzz. 

The passion of young wanton sex. 

The belief you’d never feel that way again 

And it was true. You never do feel that way again. 

Life unravels and weaves. 

College, careers, marriages, babies, and divorces. 

Lost friendships and some that last. 

But the passion of first love and love wrong 

Never goes away. 

The feeling of losing oneself in another's eyes. 

The longing to not only have sex but merge completely 
Into another person and to become one under 

A black sky full of stars. 

No wonder none of it ever works out. 

And yet we reach out again and find ourselves at middle age. 
The passion is different. The sex is different. The partner is different. 
But the hope and belief endures. 

I roll over in the right and reach for you in the dark 
Knowing the stars are shining bright ina 


Black velvet sky. 


But it was the passion that filled the air like black velvet heavy 
but soft and touchable. The passion of the emotions. 
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Small Town Nights 


Kimberly A. Catino 
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Aged Angles 


Lisa K. Dorman 


Stained Glass 


Mikaela T. Sims 


I would sometimes see us sitting in our cathedral 

That we built with our heart and painted with our soul 
With grand windowed walls broken but not shattered 
Each pane carefully thought out with images of our past 
Pieced together with every color, a perfect symphony 

But what shone the brightest was an adolescent blue 

A blue so lonely but beautiful on its own 

A blue so lonely but loved to be alone 

I love that we would contemplate our perfection 

I loathe that we would hide our cracks behind metal and reflection 
But now that you're gone why am I the only part left of us? 
Is this what it means to be in your own limbo? 

With my life standing before me never flashing 


With my life of stained glass, everlasting. 


The Iron Horse 


Andie Pace 


A train has the courtesy to whistle while passing over a railroad crossing. 
Two long, 

One short, 

One long. 

When someone is in front of a train, a whistle is blown 

As long 

And loud 

As possible. 

I lie awake with this dream of a train whisking me away; 

Running off with me, that I may never be heard from again. 

The thought of the crying whistle comforts me, 

I find it so charming that a train 

Can scream out to the world that it wants me to live 

Louder than anyone I've ever heard. 

Or at least, it is sweet to dream of it. 

Alone in bed, I listened lustfully to its nightly passing, 

Tonight, I fell asleep to the sound of five train whistles. Rail Tracks, Celina 


Nick Young 
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The Grand Canyon on the Yellowstone 


Suad Bejtovic 


Top of the World 
Voyagers Maneet S. Kohli 


Brandon P Barnhart 


Passing softly through the eternal halls of darkness, 

among the glimpses of distant light and clouds of dust, 

they continue faithfully on their mission ahead. 

Cast into the vast ocean of space and time, 

the tiny bottles float amidst the mysteries of our curiosities and imaginations. 
With our voices and likenesses recorded in gold, 

we reveal ourselves openly and nakedly to all who would be our friends. 
Yet before these lonely vessels are found, 

whether friend or foe humanity makes, 

maybe we brave and lonely souls, 

the guardians and keepers of the bottles, 

will share our hopes and dreams of what may come 

and find within each other — a friend awaited. 

And while learning to love one another, 

we will overflow for friends yet met, 

creating one more beacon of light 

in our lonely suburb of the Milky Way. 
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Orchid Forest Dream 


Kaylee Chavers 


To Love an Idol 


Eilish McDonald 


Every breath stretches into forever 

I could spend my entire life 
Admiring you 

Adoring you 

Share a laugh, share a meal 

Lost in your smile, coffee is a date 
with just you here 

My eyes are only on you 

I could never see another 

With your care and your love, 

I could never be scared, 

As your hand reaches for mine 

and with just you here 

I have loved before, more fierce than now 
But the person I was grew. 

I found myself lost in the sky 

But now I feel more at home 

Like we've been waiting 

Two stars, tangled, in a love parallel 
Your joy, your heart 

Your smile that reaches your soul, 

it warms me like sunshine 

Your laugh, so beautifully contagious, 
I would join you every time 

Your face when you've just awoken 
Your face when you're eating well 
These moments and more 

that l'd never share 


if it were just you here. 
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Emotional Baggage 


Lauren Limburg 


Why must we write of emotional baggage 

Like the soulless black boxes 

We curse when trying to pull from the carousel. 
After you've told me of your baggage, 

The baggage hidden from the rest of the passengers, 
Don't forget to tell me of your carry-ons and 
Personal items. 

Tell me of your first memory of laughter, 

The first album that gripped your heart, 

Your sincere love of a good commercial, 

That sparkling keychain you can't throw away, 

Or the reason why you love a well-placed roundabout. 
They all come on the journey with us, 

So aren't they all just as important to who we are 


Or the version of ourselves we are traveling towards? 
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Rise and Shine 


Jayna Burch 


Last Dawn from a Balcony 


Emma Tran 


Opening the balcony's door, suddenly getting blasted by the fresh air 
of the morning, I woke my friend up to enjoy that wonderful scene. 
The clouds were so soft just like feather pillows. I felt like there was 
a whole fairy village hiding in those soft clouds. The sun was starting 
to rise a little bit, so the sky was still dark. The bottom of the sky was 
a tiny part of the sun, yet it was so bright, then a masterpiece which 

I later realized was the connection of the brightness of the sun to the 
darkness of the sky. At that part, it caused a diffraction, it was neither 
bright nor dark. It made me feel that the sun had a halo on its head. 
Above the sun is the ash blue color of the sky; I will never forget the 
color of the sky that morning, because it was like my feelings and my 
mind at that time. My soul felt so sad and hurt just like the ash blue 
color, but my mind was so happy and excited just like the yellow of 
the sun. And the connection of brightness and the darkness was my 
thinking at that time. I was confused, nervous, felt like I was lost and 
would get lost. “Oh, that connection of the brightness and the darkness 
was so beautiful, but what is that called?” I asked myself. I did not 


Every time I look back to that memory, it hurts 
but I do not know why. 


know what it was called, like I did not know what I was thinking at 
that time. Every time I look back to that memory, it hurts but I do not 
know why. My friend and I rented an apartment from a building in 
Ho Chi Minh City, and it was surrounded by a street market. Luckily, 
the apartment faced the east, so we could always see the sunrise. But 
we never did, we were always too busy with studying and working. 
That was the first time I enjoyed the sunrise with my friend and 
probably the last time too. That was the last time I lived with her in 
this apartment because I would go to the U.S. in two more days. The 


reason we could wake up that early was we did not sleep. I was just 
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Not AI 
Gilbert Hu 
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laying with her on the sofa in the living room, hugged her in my arms and 
when the sun rose, she had already slept. The sofa was so soft that I just 
wanted to lay there with her for the rest of my Ше, but I had to wake up. I 
needed to capture the beauty of the sunrise for the last time. I called her to 
walk out to the balcony with me, but she did not wake up. Grabbing a pack 
of cigarettes with me, I stepped out to the balcony. The moment I walked out, 
the freshness of the air soaked in my skin. Sitting on the ground, I took the 
first cigarette and lit it up, slowly inhaled. The slowness of the sunrise made 
everything frozen, even my mind. I was terribly busy at that time. My mom 
called me multiple times, asked me to go home as soon as possible to start 
packing up for the flight. I used up all the reasons that came to my mind to 
stay at that apartment as long as I could. But eventually, I still needed to go 


home. I was stressed, smoked a lot, and very frustrated. Thanks to the dawn, 


The light brightened all the living room. Everything 

was so clear. The sunlight was dancing on the floor, the sofa, 
and my friend. It was wandering on her hair, 

her perfect black hair that I always love. 


I finally could calm myself down. The smoky smell of the cigarettes between 
my fingers, the burning engine oil smell of the smoke from motorcycles, 

the savory smell of food from the market, the tweeting noise from birds, the 
loud noise from the airplanes in the sky, the noise from the sellers in the 
market, sounded like they were having a fight because I heard something 
like “This is mine, you need to move!” The combination might seem so 
chaotic, but to me it was very peaceful. Maybe because I was used to it and 
thanks to that chaotic situation, I forgot about my problem and could enjoy 
the sunrise. After half of the pack of cigarettes had gone, my friend finally 
woke up, stepped out with me. At that time, the sun had already risen very 
high. I stopped smoking, walked inside with her. The light brightened all the 
living room. Everything was so clear, the sunlight was dancing on the floor, 
the sofa, and my friend. It was wandering on her hair, her perfect black hair 
that I always love. She was still sleepy. She yawned and looked at me. “Come 
here,” she said. We laid on the sofa. The sunlight walking on her skin made 
me have an hallucination because it felt like she had a halo all over her body. 
I was the one who welcomed the sunlight to that room, but she was the one 


who was bathed by it. 
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ission Bells? 
Ann Tilger 


Do You Hear the M 
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My Junior High School: 
A Cozy Corner in the Highlands, Vietnam 


Khanh Duy Tran 


I still clearly remember the freezing morning when I entered sixth 
grade and walked to my junior high school for the first time. As the 
earliest person who came to the classroom, my footsteps echoed softly 
in this quiet, unfamiliar environment. Except for my anxious feelings, 

I couldn't fathom that this place would become my second home for 

the next three years and that I made a lot of new friends, along with 
bittersweet memories of my life there. My junior high school was far 
from the lively hub of Bao Loc, nested in a serene highland area in the 
south of Vietnam. The school was hidden away from the busy streets, 
concealed deep in a narrow alley that was lined with towering trees. 

It was like a secret land, a place full of peace and knowledge. Looking 
through the stately, weathered, gray metal gate that proudly announced the 
name “Phan Van Tri Junior High School,” I was saluted by three separate 


rectangular buildings. Each of them was carefully protected by a bright 


The school was hidden away from the busy streets, concealed 
deep in a narrow alley that was lined with towering trees. 
It was like a secret land, a place full of peace and knowledge. 


red sloping roof that added to their dignity and harmony. At a far distance, 
the school looked like it was wearing a wheat-yellow coat, creating a vivid 
contrast with the cerulean sky and the leafy green foliage. As I followed 
the hallway and stopped at a room with an A3 label located. My classroom 
had a bucolic beauty, the pastel blue walls provided a calming background 
to a dusty, black chalkboard where our dedicated teachers present valuable 
knowledge every single day. The air was imbued with a comforting scent 
of fresh wood constantly flowing from the old, handcrafted wooden 

desks, which always held a deep meaning to my learning memory. The 
classroom was shining and breezy since there was a large window on one 
side of my classroom. The window was like a gorgeous living artwork 


from Mother Nature, it was full of verdure and color. I could clearly 
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hear the crunch of leaves falling and the 
chorus of nightingales from the outside. 
Due to its simplicity, the classroom lacked 
essential equipment such as air conditioning 
or any technological devices. However, 

we, the students, were never hindered by 
unwavering determination and striving for 
our dreams. Unlike the United States and 
other countries, my hometown’s educational 
system is designed in a unique way where 
we share the same classmates in all the 
same subjects. In addition, each class 
usually consists of about 40 students, and 
we stay in the same classroom until we go 
to high school. Remaining in the same class 
gave us the opportunity to face challenges 
together and understand each other more. 
A really special thing is that in Vietnamese, 
we never have a concept called “classmate” 
because all class members became close 
friends since the first time we met. To 


me, those experiences are truly special; it 


transformed my classroom into more than 


Raindrop 
Alexander Witt 


just a place of learning. It became my second 
home! Time has flown by rapidly; it has 
now been four years since I left my town, 
the school days that filled me with joy and 
sorrow partly vanishing with time. Still, the 
school remains there, silent and solitary, 


always staying with me along the way. 


To me, those experiences are truly special; 
it transformed my classroom into more than just a place of learning. 
It became my second home! 


Chipping Away 
A.J. Sanchez 
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Malicious Compliance 


Lindsay Wheeler 


From form and structure, I wish to be set free 
With rules and regulations, I won't get by 

These strict restrictions keep me from being me 
Though this assignment will not just leave me be 
With freedom I'm able to spread my wings and fly 
From form and structure, I wish to be set free 
The point in rules I simply cannot see 

But I know that I must do my best to try 

These strict restrictions keep me from being me 
With closed-form poetry I disagree 

Since freedom stripped away makes one die 
From form and structure, I wish to be set free 
Disdain for this assignment I guarantee 

For writing this poem nearly made me cry 

These strict restrictions keep me from being me 
With a few more lines ГІ be done finally 

My hatred for this I cannot deny 

From form and structure, I wish to be set free 


These strict restrictions keep me from being me 


Bringing It 
Anne Tilger 
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No Shoe Land 
Sarah Wang 


From coffee stains to subway trains, 


New York, Chicago, Houston, LA, 


Only one place I shall not stand, 


Home sweet home is a no-shoe land. 


Melted Dairy Treat 
Caleb Lane 


I scream, I wail, I weep 

as you, a once frozen treat, 

run down your cone 

like the tears upon my face. 

Your delicious soft serve 

delicately placed on the waffle pedestal. 
Handed to me as an edible art piece, 


the sight and taste both simple and sweet. 


Each lick with my tongue 


a sculptor’s chisel on your dairy marble. 
Taught to be careful and savor 

the whole palate of your swirled delicacy. 
But now you are gone, 

a puddle of your former self. 

Focused on the detail of each moment, 

I lost my chance to enjoy all of you. 

As I think to the future 

to use a bowl for your cold nectar. 

І see some ants have gathered 


and walk past your melted form. 
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Not Sure About That 


Patricia Coble 
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Little Miss Shorecrest 


Annmarie Masters 


Tumbling backwards now past the big houses with the circular 
drives, past the foreign cars and jasmine-covered mailboxes, past 
the professional landscaping, hurtling now faster and faster past inner 
city brownstones, past one bedroom apartments and studios in doormen 
buildings, garden apartments and cement block dorm rooms back to a 
suburban neighborhood with cyclone fencing and above ground pools, 
with cul-de-sacs inhabited by split levels, back to the sixties. Houses framed 
by poplar trees and a railroad track in back. 1962. A girl at the window. A 
man on the porch. That was me. That was my father. 

Now I'm in my childhood bedroom wearing the same pink dress and 
white pinafore that I wore in the “Little Miss Shorecrest” contest. My mother 
is asking, “Who do you want to live with?” I look down. If I say “you,” I will 
betray my father. If I say “Dad,” I will betray her. All I can think of is if I 
had won the pageant, and not come in First Runner Up my Dad wouldn't 


be leaving. I remain mute. My father moves out. Iam 6. Every Sunday Dad 


A girl at the window. A man on the porch. That was me. 
That was my father. 


comes and brings us to Mass. In the beginning we go to my grandparents’ 
house where he is staying. After a while, months, years, we go to his 
apartment. He’s remarried now to an Italian lady. She was his secretary. 
This angers my mother greatly. The Italian lady is nice to us at first. All five 
of us. She cooks us great Italian Sunday dinners. Then they have a baby 
and buy a house. Dad doesn’t bring us to Mass anymore. He brings us to the 
Home Depot instead. We walk around the huge store for hours looking at 
things he needs for his home. Sometimes we get six hot chocolates with 
whipped cream at Friendly's. ‘But why can't we see the baby?’ “When the 
house is finished, we'll wait until then. See you next Sunday.” 

The baby grows up, and then another. The unseen nursery becomes a 
soccer field, a Boy Scout campout, a graduation stage. We knew of them but 
they knew nothing of us. He was the master of his own deception; our exile 
the sacrifice for his salvation. In the end, there were just seven standing ina 


cemetery on a rock hard February day. 
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Greek Checkers 
Matthew D. Ring 
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Scarlet Red Couches: 
A Journey through My Loud House 


Emilie Stewart 


In my childhood, a white-stained brick house nestled in the heart of 
Lewisville, Texas, rested the memories of my adolescence. Its exterior 
bore the cracked driveway we pulled into with the forest of oak trees 
that shielded the sky. The smell of cinnamon apples raided our warm 
house. I loved the mismatch of the kitchen with blue laminated countertops 
and gunstock-colored cabinets compared to the monochromatic colors of 
reds in the living room. Our loud house was never a quiet home; Our loud 
house safeguarded our concealed secrets that rested in the maroon-stained 
TV stand with handles that rang like church bells not set down lightly. The 
big scarlet red couches we all sank into at the end of the day like clockwork, 
the sun beaming through the blinds into my eyes as if it did not want to go. 
Our loud house was made up of my mother Alicia, who hid in the solace of 
blue rays of the computer screens working overtime, my father Kris who fell 
off the wagon, and my brother Bradley who found refuge in a virtual setting 
of zombies and heroic games. Our loud house consisted of the TV volume 
on 30 to muffle the yelling between my mother and father. My mother was 
in shattered fragments, scattered all over the eggshell walls, big scarlet red 


couches, and sand-wood laminated floors. My mother picked me up from 


I couldn't grasp the concept of coming home to those big scarlet 
red couches with one less member or even the house being so quiet. 


practice in her Nissan Rogue, and as soon as we got home, she exclaimed 
like a hill mynah's bird that my father and her were divorcing; suddenly, 
that white-stained brick house was a sanctuary. Our loud house was now 

a quiet home, where my mother hung out on our comfy couches and where 
my brother left his virtual reality games. My mother and brother were 

so relieved, but the chaos was what I knew to my core, and it was over. I 
couldn't grasp the concept of coming home to those big scarlet red couches 
with one less member or even the house being so quiet. All the good and bad 
memories that made the eggshell walls and sandlewood laminated floors 

so special rested in that white-stained brick house where my childhood and 


adolescent memories still linger. 
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Morning Dew 


Leon King 


The Grandchildren and The Memories 


Viona A. Diorga 


The laughter of the grandchildren filled the entire house with joy. 
Everyone who walked in front of the house could feel their happiness. 
An old Samsung TV in the middle of the living room was showing a 
2006-released film, Barbie Fairytopia: Mermaidia, and it successfully stole 
the whole attention of the grandchildren. Yes, of course, they laughed so 
hard because of a blue-haired little creature, with fancy pink hair on top 
of its head that sticks up, who acts like a little kid with all its pureness, 
naughtiness, and cleverness. At that time, the house had nothing but 
cheerfulness and the smell of their favorite snack. Warm fried bananas 
covered with sweet flour as sweet as caramel were ready to melt in 
every inch of their little mouths and deserve to be compared to a five-star 
restaurant's dessert. 

The living room that is in the center of the two-floor house in 
Tangerang, Indonesia, has a statue of Mary and Jesus who bless Sumanto's 
big family every day. In that room, there was a long red sofa on the right 
side, a black display rack of old antique figures, plates, and teacups on the 
left, a painting of Grandma and Grandpa on the wall above the TV, a small 
black table under the statue was standing next to the display rack, anda 


bed across from the TV where they made a mess. 


The warmness of the memory will eternally be there 
and never change or fade in the grandchildren's hearts. 


All six grandchildren left memories on every side of the room and the 
house. The house was the only place where they could do various fun things. 
If they wanted to eat some sweet and juicy Panama Berry, they only needed 
to take some steps from the kitty-corner of the grandma's house to an empty 
house with a big but short Panama Berry tree in the front yard. Even though 
they fell repeatedly while trying to get the Berry, the tree was their favorite 
spot. If they wanted to fly kites, the wind that always passed through the large 
balcony on the second floor would gladly help them. If they wanted to buy 
some snacks, they could walk five minutes to the small store behind the house. 
Salty Cheetos or sweet brownies, or even sour candy, which has never been 
chosen by the grandchildren, always greeted them on the white display table. 
The house felt like a playground that was run by Grandma and Aunty. 

Now, in the present time, the house that the family rarely visits and where 
the grandchildren's parents spent their childhood too will be nothing but 
a tollway. Modernization will make the house into roads. Physical proof of 
their playful and cheerful memory soon cannot be touched or even seen. But 
although they cannot go back to the past and keep getting on, the memories of 
childhood will not be old. The warmness of the memory will eternally be there 
and never change or fade in the grandchildren's hearts. 


Red Flower 


Leon King 
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One of a Kind 


Patricia Coble 
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Where Are You? 


Tiffany Ho 


We're in the car as a chill seeps through me. “Should I ask to turn 
up the heater? No, we're almost home anyways ... I should just ask him. 
He's my dad, it shouldn't be this hard. Just talk to him.” “Hey Bába, I'm 
cold, can you turn up the heater?” And he does, no question asked. 

Finally, after a long day of work at my Dad's restaurant, we arrived 
home. As we are pulling up on our driveway after a long silent ride I start 
contemplating. “Do I say something? Goodnight? No, that’s dumb. Thank 
you? Ahhh, that’s even worse.” I step out of the car without a word and 
make my way inside the house. 

I close the front door knowing he won't be inside for at least a few 
minutes, leaving me time to take off my shoes and head to my room without 
having to awkwardly interact with him again. Yet, the front door opens 
immediately. “Sorry Baba, I thought you would be outside smoking,” I 
stammer. He brushes off his jacket, weariness evident. “I’m tired, going to 


bed,” he mentions, climbing the stairs and disappearing behind his door. 


It’s my favorite part of any interaction with him. The only 
time I really feel like he’s my dad. Then, the conversation 
ends and it’s back to us. 


I see my dad one week later when I go to work with him again. It’s 
weird. We live in the same house, but it’s only when I go to work with him 
that I see him. 

Sitting in the kitchen, three hours pass without a word between us. 

I start feeling hungry. “Should I ask him to make me something?” It takes 
me a minute to build enough confidence to spell out the words. “Baba, 
can you make me something really quick?” I say as I pass by him to grab 
something. “Anything for my daughter,” he says. I smile and walk away 


thinking, “He always says that.” 
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It's sweet how my father always says that. 
It's my favorite part of any interaction with 
him. The only time I really feel like he’s my dad. 
Then, the conversation ends and it’s back to us. 

My father and my relationship has always 
been this way ... strained. We don't argue, but we 
also don't talk. It’s as if our connection is merely 
a technicality: Iam his daughter, he is my father, 
but beyond that lies a void. He serves as my 
provider, ensuring I have a roof over my head, 
food on the table, and all the necessary things 
I would ever need. He is there as a provider 
financially, but is that enough? 

Our distant relationship may, in all honesty, 
stem from my father’s upbringing. He was born 
into a family with meager resources, taking 
up the role of the eldest son responsible for 
supporting the entire household. His childhood 
was marked by hard work to support his 
family; perhaps this laid the foundation for his 
instinctual provider role? 

Reflecting on my father’s hardships, I 
understand why he embodies the demeanor 
he does, and I’m genuinely grateful for all he's 
sacrificed. Yet, there are moments when a girl 
yearns for her dad. You know, like in movies 
where the daughter's facing a crisis, and her 
father is always there to rescue her. That's the 


kind of relationship I yearn for, one I envy. 


Additionally, it's the little things — a father’s 
pride, a comforting embrace, a shared laugh— 
that I crave. As that little girl within me, I long 
for these moments. But then, I gaze at my father 
and come to the stark realization that he’s 
become a stranger to me. 

He's there and I am here. We live in the 
same house, yet not the same home? The 
meager words we exchange with each other just 
aren't enough, so how до І make it enough? 

Tm sitting and wondering how we got here. 
“Has it always been like this? No, there has to 
have been a better point.” But there hasn't been. 
There has always been this invisible barrier 
between us that neither of us seemed willing to 
cross. Because if we crossed it, that would mean 
entering unknown territory — where we'd have 
to actually talk and truly get to know each other. 
But, that’s exactly what I want. So, why does it 
feel so hard to take that step? 

Our relationship could be changed by 
this one simple act. However, neither of us is 
choosing to act upon it. This may never change, 
and I'll always be wondering, “Baba, where 
are you?” 

“Mui Mui, your food's ready,” my father says, 
snapping me out of my thoughts. 

“Oh, ok. Thank you, Baba,” I say, walking up 
to take the food. 


Our relationship could be changed 
by this one simple act. 
However, neither of us is choosing to act upon it. 


An Ode to the End of the Line 


Lauren Limburg 


To the last stop on the green line, 
You were home to some 


A sign of relief at the door opening 


As they scrambled out and away into the night. 


But the rest of us didn’t move from our seat. 
From us weary travelers, 


Thank you 


Big Boy 


Javier Garcia 


Thank you for that moment of rest 

The moment for us to catch our breath 

Before heading back the way we came. 

As the door closed, 

Those remaining shared a single glance of solidarity. 
As the doors closed, so did a few eyes. 

The rest waved goodbye to you, 


With the promise to see you tomorrow. 
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Skyflowers 


Doris Brogan 


(Dedicated to Miguel de Unamuno) 


Skyflowers float on winds of destiny, 

dance in winter light's shine. 

Frozen moments of free-falling oneness 
coalesce, transform into blankets 

sewn atop bare ground to pillow landings. 
Trillions of flakes form huge bank depositories, 
a brilliance of riches to glisten silver bright, 


spread a wealth of diamonds to dazzle landscapes, 
clothe denuded branches in sparkling sweaters 
reaching skyward to bask in sunshine's glory. 
Fragile fleeting lives, precarious existences 
subject to nature’s whims gradually sink beneath 
unblanketed ground їо slake winter's thirst 

as sun melts glorious skyflowers’ wealth, leaves 


snowbanks bankrupt, shivering branches bare 


Majestic 


Jayna Burch 
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Tree Root and Trunks 
(Van Gogh's last painting) 


Abby Roberts 


Itried so hard to find peace with pastors. 
Cast out by God's children, 
I found I was better serving in pastures, 
Wheat Fields even. 
They likened me to amad man 
but I knew I had not yet reached the Starry Night. 
Maybe that’s why I hate the color white. 
The mere sight of it would send me into a frenzy. 
I was meant to live in color. 
If I was meant to live at all. 
I never painted mountains before, 
I felt climbing them was enough. 
Every wretched day walking the uphills, 
knowing they would only lead to cliffs. 
I painted a damned gray rock. 
It gave me chills. 
I felt more akin to foliage 
Maybe like Tree Roots and Trunks 
I was never easy enough to be a flower. 
As little space as I took up was too much for people. 
More often than not, they couldn't bear me. 
just as well, I never asked them to. 
I would survive off oil paint and easel chips 
if they let me. 
They never let me. 
It was May when I left Saint-Paul-de-Mausole. 
My feet could not carry me fast enough, 
My hands could not be quick enough, 
to cover what I had missed. 


Hollow 
Shane A. Meeks 


I felt only absence. 

I shot myself on Sunday 

When God watched me drag my easel 

I never understood how an empty heart 
could feel so heavy. 

I thought a bullet to the chest could not 
be much different. 

I was kind of right. 

Maybe when they bury me, 

I will find my friends. 

Woven into the earth 

gnarled and jagged 

and beautiful 

We will push trees from our bodies 

like we were meant to all along 


and then I will know peace. 
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Garden of the Gods 
Matthew D. Ring 


A String Called Curiosity 


Lauren Limburg 


Sometimes when the moon is full, and 
Venus is in retrograde, and the weather is 
exactly 43 degrees Fahrenheit, and your 
room is completely dark, a thin golden string 
will appear under your bed. It is on nights 
when you are not looking for it or on nights 
when you have forgotten. Usually, it is when 
you know just where to look or when the wind 
whispers a question. The string combats the 
darkness with its shine. 

If you are brave, inquisitive, and hungry, 
you can even take hold of it. When you pull, it 
does not give in to your strength. It will not be 
unraveled. So, you are forced to crawl. The bed 
frame has become too close to the ground, and 
you cannot normally fit. But if you look in the 
right spot, just for a night, you will slip through. 
Now that you have made it under the bed, you 
are face to face with small memories that shine 
almost as much as the string. It gets tangled 


around some of them. 
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you find yourself getting closer to the bottom. 
You cannot see it, but you know there is an end. 
You will not fall forever. 

With your feet on the ground, you begin to 
walk. You feel someone else just outside the 
glow of the string. They must have left the 
string because you cannot see them. They call 
out to you to join them in the dark. To come 
back with them. You do not listen. The hum of 
the string overpowers them. 

They run past you in a huff of anger. They 
smell familiar. 

The journey is long and short in equal 
measure. Sometimes the string goes over rivers 
that are too wide and too deep to traverse. It is 
okay to ask for help. Eventually, someone will 
give you a ride if you ask nicely. Sometimes 
the string takes you through whole libraries 
and museums. Stop and take a look. But do not 
dawdle or walk too far from the string. The path 


it is leading you on is purposeful. 


You want to know where this mystical and magical string will lead you. 


Your first broken heart. The first time you 
failed. The laughter and taunts of cowards. 

However, those memories are not why you 
pulled on the string. You want to know where 
this mystical and magical string will lead you. It 
hums a faint tune as you grip and pull. You pass 
those obstacles, unwilling to be slowed down, 
and crawl. Darkness covers the floor. 

As if the ground was never there in the first 
place, you begin to fall. You are gripped with 
fear. But you do not let go. You do not fall. The 
string buoys you. You descend. With every pull, 


Sometimes there are other strings with 
other people. It is okay to ask them about their 
journey. They will do the same to you. Share 
what you have found on your way and share 
where you hope it will lead you. A kind ear goes 
a long way. Kind advice goes even longer. 

But more often than not, you will be alone. 
The path will only have room for one. It is 
tempting to give up and go back. You may fall 
and scrape your knee on doubt and uncertainty. 
But do not be afraid, you will be fine. Once you 


learn the roads, it will be easier to navigate. 
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Keep walking until you find your answer. 

Upon arrival, the string hums to let you know 
it will wait. It will allow this moment. You drink 
the purest water you have ever tasted. You 
speak in languages you never thought possible. 
You eat strange fruit that tastes like hope, a 
better future, and knowledge. You play a new 
instrument of your own invention. You laugh 
with the others that made it to this wonderful 


place. You are better for it. 


alone but not lonely. New memories shield you 
from the wind. 

When you reach a wall, you are not afraid. 
You pull. Gravity lets go of your feet. You slowly 
begin to ascend, unafraid of the fall. 

You are under a new bed. It is the same bed. 
But it is a bit more crowded. There are new 
memories, but they are not yours. 

If you keep crawling, you will bump heads 
with another child. No, not child. They are older 


You put the new memory in your pocket. 
You will want to tell the world about your discovery. 


You put the new memory in your pocket. You 
will want to tell the world about your discovery. 
Full of life and answers, you return to your 
waiting string. The string glows a little softer, 

but that is okay. This time you are glowing 
enough for the both of you. The path is not as 


narrow. The darkness is not as cold. You are 


than you. Their hands are also firmly gripping 
the string with the same intensity and fervor. You 
know their eyes and you recognize some of the 
older memories, the ones with more dust. You see 
the memory in your pocket by the bed frame. 

When they ask you if it is still worth the trip, 
tell them yes. 


Rustic Memories 


Kimberly A. Catino 


Going Back 
Heidi Shipp 


Kerry walked into the cramped 9-by-12- 
foot room and smiled. This was her ... then. 
Her bedroom, her childhood, her cookie-cutter 
suburban Dallas block. Sure, the dingy beige 
carpet was freshly vacuumed and there wasn't 
the yesteryear detritus of school papers, empty 
bottles of Wite-Out and CD liner notes scattered 
around. But her walls were still filled with her 
'905 angst — taped posters curling on the wall of 
Faith No More, The Cure, Pearl Jam, and Nirvana. 
She had always felt like a poser about that one. 
She had only listened to Kurt Cobain wail once 
on the radio and bought the poster before even 
buying the CD. She remembered saving up exactly 
$10.81 with tax and listening to it over and over 
again, the odd babysitting job helping to slowly 
build her grunge-era collection. 

Earlier in the week, her dad called to let her 
know he was finally clearing out her childhood 
bedroom. What did she want before he started 
packing up for donations? He wasn't selling the 
house, he assured her, just tackling “rough stuff.” 
Rough stuff was what her dad called chores 
that you put off for later. He was in one of his 
organizing moods and it couldn't wait until the 
next time she was in town. She thought it was an 
excuse for some face time. 

As soon as she stepped inside, she forgot 
about the present day. She forgot about her call 
center job, about the monumental student debt for 
a degree she didn't use. Instead, she melted into 
the nostalgic warm memories of her middle and 
high school years. Her windows were obscured 
with a collage of her drawings and Polaroids 
of friends. The setting sun cast a familiar glow 


filtered through the keepsakes of her youth. 
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Dad had kept the room exactly as it was, his 
memento box he called it. Kerry hadn't made it 
back to Texas often — every recreational decision 
hinged on her finances. Ten years out of college 
and she could barely afford a spontaneous plane 
ticket home. But he had it ready for her when she 
could visit, even though she found herself always 
setting up camp in the living room. 

Kerry took in her room. To the right was her 
old TV sitting awkwardly on her multi-colored 
dresser, the paint scratched from every time she 
moved the heavy thing. To the left, her black iron 
twin bed. Opposite that was a plaid loveseat, its 
armrests worn from years of her perching on it 
to look out the window directly above it. People 
watching was a favorite pastime. Butted up 
against the couch was her beloved vanity. 

Her curved wooden vanity was vintage then 
so it was probably antique now, she chuckled to 
herself. On it, a veil of dust covered a mirrored 
tray with tiny perfume bottles all lined up. Next 
to the tray was a decoupaged shoebox filled with 
her favorite CDs. And next to that a tiny Sony CD 
player. She wondered if it still worked. 

Kerry opened up a Dinosaur Jr. CD and 
popped it into the disc player. She hit the power 
button and pressed play. Out crooned J Mascis’ 
gravely and pained voice. 

“Oh, there's no goin’ back to that 

I'm so numb, can't even react” 

He sang as Kerry made her way to her 
bookshelf. Here, more Polaroids were taped to the 
edges of the shelves. Postcards of her so-called 
art propped up against “The Complete Works of 
Edgar Allan Poe” and “How to Make Homemade 


Soap.” Yearbooks from sixth to twelfth grade were 
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Pretty in Purple 


Jayna Burch 


stacked on the lowest shelf. She remembered 
trading yearbooks and writing long flowery prose 
of never losing touch, punctuated with the cartoon 
characters she became known for. After gathering 
all her friends’ signatures senior year, she never 
once opened them again. She had closed the door 
on those friendships and those daydreams. 

Behind her, her favorite thing about her 
room — her closet. It was shallow and long, 
lining the entire back wall. Best friends’ scribbled 
graffiti outlined the closet door frame, bringing 
back memories of sleepovers where very little 
sleeping was done — it was truths, dares and 
secrets shared instead. The Sharpie signatures 
earned her a month of no phone once they were 
discovered. Her mom took the phone handle, but 
left the rest of the phone. So, she would plugin 
the base anytime her parents left and call her 
friends, pressing random phone keys — anything 
to let them know she still existed. By the end she 
had mastered rudimentary versions of “Hot Cross 
Buns” and other simple nursery songs using just 
dial tones. Her friends’ parents complained of 
weird crank calls that they would all giggle about 
during lunch. 

She pulled open the faux wooden accordion 
doors to her closet. Patchouli incense seemed 
baked into the few clothes she had never gotten 
rid of. Her fingers lingered over her forest green 
velvet baby doll dresses, her long crinkled floral 
skirts, her favorite baggy overalls from the Gap 
that she hand-painted. In the back, next to her 
burgundy Doc Martens, her easel splattered 
in paint leaned against unframed paintings 
and sketchbooks. 

Kerry breathed in and closed her eyes. No, 
there was nothing she wanted to keep. She was so 
far from this girl. This girl who thought she would 


be an artist and live in an industrial loft in New 
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York. It was so cliché, it was sad. An artist's life 
was out of reach. She opened her eyes and turned 
around to leave. But her bedroom door was gone. 
Kerry laughed. How lost had she gotten in the 
past? She looked to her right, where the door was 
supposed to be. She expected to see her stickered 
full-length mirror nailed to it. Instead the wall 
was blank. 

“I ain't telling you a secret 

І ain't telling you goodbye” 

The room felt like it was shrinking. Kerry 
pounded on the wall where her bedroom door had 
been. Nothing made sense. 

She noticed a ray of sunlight reflecting on 
the carpet and up the wall where her fist had just 
been. She followed it to its source. Kerry stared at 
the ceiling. What? How? Her mind flipped through 
scenarios — this is some kind of joke. 

There, directly above where she stood, was 
her bedroom door. As she foolishly reached for it, 
her reflection reached back. Kerry's mouth formed 
a small “O” as a long-forgotten sheet of paper 
fluttered to her feet. She picked it up. It was the 
lyrics to the song she played now in her girlish 
handwriting, with her doodles lining the edges. 
She remembered an art teacher saying they 
belonged in a comic book. She was so proud she 
had taped it to her mirror so she could see it every 
day before school. 

“Tm taking away a lot of stuff 

T'm telling you it's rough 

But not goodbye” 

Kerry stared at her reflection again. “This,” 
she gestured around the room, “is me.” She spoke 
to no one but herself. She felt her vision blurring 
and she reached to lean on the blank wall to 
steady herself. Instead, the cool touch of her 
mirror met her hand. The CD skipped and the 


song repeated. 
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Enjoy Every Color of Your Life 
Kaci French 
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